Evil and Suffering
By Jacques B. Doukhan
The Liturgy of Kippur tells the strange and shocking
story of ten rabbis tortured to death by the Romans.
The prayer book says, “Then a heavenly voice shouted
at God, ‘Is this the Torah and its reward?’ And God
answered, ‘Be silent! Otherwise I will destroy the
world.’”
Amid suffering, only silence is relevant. Words of
comfort and explanations are out of place. Debates
and words will never resolve the problem. They will
only distort, or make it unbearable.
Yet, keeping silence before pain means being its accomplice. The Talmud says, “To remain silent is to
agree.” The witness who keeps quiet is as guilty as the
criminal. To be silent before suffering is to admit the
normality of evil and ultimately to close oneself off to
hope. Therefore the Bible which reﬂects all the suffering of the world answers with a shout and silence
together. In the heart of suffering, and the silence of
the victim, we hear the shouts of Job who revolts, of
the Psalmist who hopes, and of God who is angry. On
the other hand, the heavy and embarrassing silence
of Job’s friends, as well as their pedantic words, tortured the miserable who needed something more. Before suffering, silence may be adequate or scandalous;
words may be opportune or bitter. In regard to suffering, it is both diﬃcult to speak, and to keep quiet.

1. Where does suﬀering and evil come from?

The Lord God said, ‘Who told you that you were naked?
Have you eaten the fruit of the tree I commanded you not
to eat?’ (Genesis 3:11: Human responsibility).
Then the Lord said to Satan, ‘Have you thought about
my servant Job? There isn’t anyone on earth like him. He
is honest. He does what is right. He has respect for me
and avoids evil. You tried to turn me against him. You
wanted me to destroy him without any reason. But he still
continues to be faithful’ ( Job 2:3: Satan’s assaults come
“without any reason”).

2. Why do we suﬀer?

In my meaningless life here’s what I’ve seen. I’ve seen a
godly man dying even though he is godly. I’ve seen a sinful
man living a long time even though he is sinful (Ecclesiastes 7:15; cf. Job 5:7: Human condition).
The Lord spoke to Aaron. He said, ‘You, your sons
and your father’s family are in charge of the sacred tent.
You will be held accountable for sins that are committed
against it. And you and your sons will be held accountable for sins that are committed against the office of priest’
(Numbers 18:1; cf. Ezekiel 14:10: We bear the fruit
of our sins).
“The righteous approached Adam saying, ‘You are the
cause of our death.’ He replied: ‘I was guilty of one sin,
but there is not a person among you who is not guilty
of many iniquities’” (Tanhuma Buber, Hukkat, 39).
“R. Ami said: ‘There is no death without sin and no suffering without transgression’” (Shabbat 55a).

3. Where does Satan come from?

You thought you were the bright morning star. But now
you have fallen from heaven! You once brought nations
down. But now you have been thrown down to the earth
(Isaiah 14:12; cf. Ezekiel 28:14-17).

4. What is the biblical attitude towards suﬀering?

I’m sick of living. So I’ll talk openly about my problems. I
speak out because my spirit is bitter. ( Job 10:1; cf. 3:2224: Revolt: “why?” and Psalm 94:3; 74:10: Hope:
“how long”).

5. What is God’s responsibility in suﬀering and
evil?

Your eyes are too pure to look at what is evil. You can’t
put up with the wrong things people do. So why do you
put up with those who can’t be trusted? The evil Babylonians swallow up those who are more godly than themselves. So why are you silent? (Habakkuk 1:13; cf. Job
42:7-8: God is innocent).
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6. Why is God not responsible for evil and suffering in this world?
So God created man in His own likeness. He created him
in the likeness of God. He created them as male and female . . . God saw everything he had made. And it was
very good (Genesis 1:27, 31; cf. Ecclesiastes 7:29: The
world was “good” and “very good,” God created man
“right”).

7. Why does the Bible sometimes present God
as the agent of evil and suﬀering?

Look! I am the One! There is no other God except me.
I put some people to death. I bring others to life. I have
wounded, and I will heal. No one can save you from my
powerful hand (Deuteronomy 32:39; cf. 2 Samuel
24:1: God is the only God! and Ber. 83b: “Everything
is in the power of Heaven except the fear of Heaven”).

8. Who is designated in the Bible as the actual
agent of evil in the world?
The Lord said to Satan, ‘All right. I am handing everything he has over to you. But do not touch the man himself’ ( Job 2:6; cf. 1:12: in his hand).
Now it is time for the world to be judged. Now the prince
of this world will be thrown out ( John 12:31; cf. Matthew 13:28: The prince of this world).
R. Joshua states that the verse, “‘the earth is given into
the hand of the wicked’ applies to Satan” (BB. 16a).

9. Where is God when we suﬀer?

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will not
be afraid. You are with me. Your shepherd’s rod and staff
comfort me (Psalm 23:4; cf. 91:15).
God is with the suffering one. One horrible day in the
concentration camp, young Elie Wiesel had to witness
the hanging of two adult prisoners and a young boy “a
child with a refined and beautiful face, unheard of in
this camp. He had the face of a sad angel.” Whereas
the two adults were immediately dead when the chairs
tipped over, “the third rope was still moving; being so
light, the child was still alive . . . For more than half
an hour he stayed there, struggling between life and
death, dying in slow agony under our eyes. And we
had to look him full in the face. He was still alive
when I passed in front of him. Behind me, I heard
[someone] asking: ‘Where is God now?’ And I heard
a voice within me answer him: ‘Where is He? Here
He is – He is hanging here on these gallows . . .’” (Elie
Wiesel, The Night, translated by Stella Rodway. New
York: Hill and Wang, 1960, 69-71).

10. How does God respond to our present suffering?

God comforts us: You can be sure that I will comfort
Zion’s people. I will look with loving concern on all of
their destroyed buildings. I will make their deserts like
Eden. I will make their dry and empty land like my very
own garden. Joy and gladness will be there. People will
sing and give thanks to me (Isaiah 51:3).
God hears: The Lord said, ‘What have you done? Listen!
Your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground’
(Genesis 4:10; cf. Psalm 10:17; Exodus 2:23-25).

11. What does God do when confronted with
our present suﬀering?

God hears and intervenes: Great is your love for me.
You have kept me from going down into the grave (Psalm
86:13; cf. Exodus 3:7-8).

12. Why does God suﬀer?

Our sins: But you have not bought any sweet smelling
cane for me. You have not given me the fattest parts of
your animal sacrifices. Instead, you have loaded me down
with your sins. You have made me tired with the wrong
things you have done (Isaiah 43:24; cf. 63:9).

13 What is the biblical mechanism which could
bring the end of suﬀering and evil?

God’s forgiveness: Blessed is the one whose lawless acts
are forgiven. His sins have been taken away (Psalm
32:1).
The Hebrew verb for forgiveness, nasa means “to bear,”
to forgive the sin means “to bear the sin.”

14. How was God’s forgiveness achieved in the
Bible?

The elders of the community must place their hands on
the bull’s head in the sight of the Lord. The bull must be
killed in the sight of the Lord . . . He must do the same
thing with that bull for the sin offering. When he does, he
will pay for the sin of the people. And they will be forgiven
(Leviticus 4:15, 20).

15. What is the only radical solution to suﬀering and evil in this world?

And I will be full of joy because of Jerusalem. I will take
delight in my people. Sobbing and crying will not be heard
there anymore (Isaiah 65:19).
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